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THE DEFENCES OF THE FLORIDAS
A Report* of Captain James Gadsden, Aide-de-Camp
to General Andrew Jackson
Nashville
August 1, 1818
To Major General
Andrew Jackson
Sir:
Pursuant to your instructions I have now the
honor of reporting to you on the conditions of the
Fortifications in the Floridas west of the Suwaney
river, on the eligibility of their positions for defense
and on the improvements, repairs or additions which
may be deemed necessary to their permanency. The
existing works are Fort Carlos de Barrancas for the
defence of the entrance into Pensacola Bay; Fort
Gadsden on the Appalachicola river 20 or 25 miles
from its mouth, and Fort St. Marks at the junction
of the Wacally and St. Marks rivers, and 8 or 9 miles
from the Bay of Apalachee.
Fort Carlos de BarrancasThe position of the Fort Carlos de Barrancas is
well selected, has an imposing command on the entrance into Pensacola Bay, and is susceptible of being strongly fortified. Plan No. 1 represents the
work in its present condition; the water battery is of
masonry and with but few improvements may be
rendered permanent; the upper work is too contracted in its dimensions, its figure greatly diminish*Note-This report was secured by Dr. Mark F. Boyd, whom
readers of the Quarterly know well, from the original in
the files of the Intelligence Division, Engineers Corps, War
Dept. Washington. In an early issue of the Quarterly Dr.
Boyd will give us a paper on the so-called Negro Fort which
will be an introduction to a series of letters written near
the site of the fort by Edmund Doyle, trader and representative of John Forbes and Company (successors to Panton,
Leslie and Company) to Forbes, and James and John I n nerarity, members of that firm (1808-1817) Ed.
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ing the internal space, and the materials of which it
is constructed are perishable, the whole indicates its
having been hastily created, and as a temporary
defence. The imposing attitude of the position it
occupies, overlooking the water battery renders it
necessary to be maintained by a strong and suitable
work. I would therefore recommend the erection
of an entire new work on the hill with revetments of
masonry agreeably to plan No. 2. In cooperation
with Fort Carlos de Barrancas a battery on the
opposite side of Rose’s island would be indispensable. The entrance between the island and main exceeds one mile and a quarter, and the largest vessels
may approach near either shore. Plan No. 3 is a
sketch of the entrance into Pensacola Bay, exhibiting
the position of Fort Carlos de Barrancas, as well as
those of the American batteries at the late investment of that work.
Fort GadsdenThe position of Fort Gadsden was well selected
for the objects it was intended to effect. Being the
lowest bluff on the Appalachicola river to which a
land communication could be obtained, and near
enough its mouth to ensure a safe and certain navigation to and from the ocean, it becomes invaluable
as a depot for an army operating in the Floridas,
and dependent for supplies from the granaries of
the gulf. Its vicinity to Fort Scott and St. Marks
and the facility with which the land communication
between these points could be maintained, enhances
its importance as within a chain, a cordon of posts,
which it became necessary to fortify in giving
security to our southern frontier, and which were
at such distances as to enable the garrison to concentrate at will for any operations against marauding parties of Indians that might assemble. How
far, however, the position of Fort Gadsden may be
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embraced within the system of defences against an
external enemy adopted by our government, by the
establishment of a chain of seacoast fortifications,
can only be ascertained by a minute examination of
the mouth of the Appalachicola river, and the bay of
the same name. The nearer the position can be obtained to the seacoast, so much more is it to be preferred provided the defence is as perfect, as giving
security to a greater extent (338) of country and
protection to trade. Fort Gadsden is a temporary
work, hastily erected, and of perishable materials,
without constant repairs it could not last more than
four or five years. If the position should therefore
be selected for a permanent defence, an entire new
work will have to be constructed. Plan. No. 4* exhibits the position and figure of Fort Gadsden with
the outlines of the old negro fort, and a large entrenchment as traced and commenced by the British
near the close of the American war with them. From
the capacity of this work, some idea may be formed
of the extent of the negro and Indian establishment
contemplated in that country.
Fort St. MarksThe position of Fort St. Marks for the protection
of the river from which it takes its name and the
country interior is well selected. The work is incomplete and the design apparently larger than was
necessary to render it permanent and to perfect its
defences. Extensive additions will be necessary.
Plan No. 5 exhibits the work in its present condition,
and No. 6 exhibits the work as proposed to be improved. Connected with this partial report it may
be pertinent to make some general remarks on the
importance of the Floridas in a military point of
view to the United States. From a reconnaissance
*This plan will be reproduced in an early issue of the Quarterly
in connection with Dr. Boyd’s paper on the Negro Fort.
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taken of that portion of our southern boundary embraced within the Alabama and the head waters of
St. Mary’s river, it is deemed impossible to give
security to that section of our country by any cordon of fortifications without the immediate presence
of a large and active military establishment. The
nature of the soil along the 31 degree of latitude precludes the possibility of a condensed population, and
confined to a narrow slip of land bordered on one
side by the Floridas and in the rear by the Creek
nation, supplies would necessarily have to be transported from a remote point and reinforcements of
men when necessary could not be assembled in time
to act with effect. A Foreign power in possession
of the Floridas, could commence hostilities, capture
in detail our posts on the 31 degree of latitude, penetrate into the center of the Creek nation and seize
upon the strong points between the Flint and Alabama rivers before any force could be brought in
operation against them. This vulnerable point of
our country did not escape the attention of the
British during the late war. The capture of Fort
Bowyer at Mobile point, and the establishment
simultaneously made at the negro fort on the Appalachicola; the reconnaissance taken, and the work
commenced at the red bluff one mile below the junction of the Chatahouchy and Flint rivers, evidently
points out the base of the operations for the ensuing
campaign had not the treaty of Ghent terminated
hostilities. Thus strongly posted, with complete command of the ocean, and consequently of a water communication to such points from whence reinforcements and supplies could be derived, in possession
of the capacious harbors of Mobile, Pensacola and
Appalachicola Bays, it is impossible to divine what
inroads may have been made into our country and
what strong points might have been seized and forti-
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fied (339) before an adequate force could have been
brought in opposition. The Creeks though subdued
still had restless warriors among them, who if again
unsuccessful in arousing their nation to hostilities,
would have been valuable as guides to the enemy.
Thus assisted it would not have been a difficult
operation to have obtained possession of the agency
or some commanding points on the Flint, Chatahouchy and Alabama rivers; from thence this line
might have been extended by the falls of the black
warrior, the cottongin port on the Tombigby and
other intermediate points to the Chickasaw Bluffs
on the Mississippi. These positions maintained it
would have been an easy task to unite the four southern tribes of Indians in hostilies against us. The
western states would have been cut off from all communication with the gulf of Mexico, and Louisiana
would necessarily have fallen an easy conquest.
That the strength and patriotism of the west might
ultimately have triumphed over such success is not
to be doubted, but oceans of the best blood of our
country would have flown [sic] before a powerful
enemy thus favorably posted could have been expelled. The possession of the Floridas removes all
these fearful anticipations, unites to the southern
boundary of the United States a territory susceptible of strong defence, and enables our government
to perfect her system of fortifications by connecting in one chain the seacoast batteries of the Atlantic with those contemplated on the shores of the
Mexican Gulf, thus compelling every enemy of the
United States to commence her offensive operations
on the ocean, and enabling armed citizens to assemble, and be organized before a landing is effected.
The possession of Florida is considered as strengthening our southern boundary, as affording on her
seacoast capacious bays easily fortified and valuable
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as harbors for our navy, and soil in many parts of a
quality to admit of and invite a condensed population. From the head waters of the Escambia to the
Suwaney river a belt of land varying from 10 to 20
miles in width extends in a southeasterly direction,
every acre of which is susceptible of cultivation,
crossing the Suwaney river these good lands unite
with those of the Allatchaway plains which are reported to extend to and terminate near the bay of
Tampa or Santo Spiritu. This belt of land adapted
to cultivation of the rich staple of cotton, and parts
of it probably to sugar, would soon attract the attention of our enterprising agriculturists, and a condensed population thus extending in an oblique direction to, at no point more than sixty, and in some
places approaching within twenty miles of the gulf,
would always present a barrier to an enemy attempting to penetrate the country if they could not
assemble in time to cooperate in defence of the seacoast works. In connecting the seacoast defences of
Florida with those contemplated at Mobile Bay, Pensacola, St. Rose, St. Andrews, St. Josephs, Appalachicola and Tampa or Santo Spiritu Bay will naturally attract the attention. On a minute survey
of these points and the connecting coast can it be
ascertained whether all, or which should be fortified.
Pensacola and Appalachicola, Appalacha, or St.
Marks are already occupied, and should be embraced
within the chain of permanent defences which may
be constructed-Pensacola as possessing one of the
most capacious harbors in the gulf and which will
be valuable as a maritime depot for our southern
coast, and Appalachicola and Apalacha as giving
security to an extensive and rich back country the
valuable qualities of the soil of which will at no distant period invite a populous settlement. To the
east and south of St. Marks the coast of Florida is
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well protected by extensive (340) shoals, projecting
from three to five miles into the gulf and preventing
vessels of any magnitude from approaching the
shore-into the mouth of Suwaney not more than
three or four feet water can be carried and from
thence southwardly there are no harbors or bays
worthy of note, until you get to the bay of Santo
Spiritu or Tampa-from Tampa to the Florida Keys
the same features characterize the coast of Florida
with the exceptions of Boca Grande or Charlottes
harbor and Boca Caution [sic] or Carlos Bay the
one admitting of 15 and the other 9 feet water, and
good anchorage
within. The bay of Tampa is in
o
Latitude 27 36’, is esteemed one of the finest harbors in the gulf, its entrance is bold, admitting of
four fathoms, agreeably to the survey of Mr. Gould,
at low water and from its peculiar situation must at
no distant period become valuable as a maritime
depot for Florida. As such it must be embraced
within any chain of seacoast defences which may be
constructed for the security of the Floridas and its
occupancy is all important at this period. It is the
last rallying spot of the disaffected negroes and Indians and the only favorable point from whence a
communication can be had with Spanish and European emissaries. Nicholas [sic] it is reported has
an establishment in that neighborhood and the
negroes and Indians driven from Micosukey and
Suwaney towns have directed their march to that
quarter.
With respect
James Gadsden Capt. Engrs.
AD Camp
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